Some years ago I examined a PhD thesis on taurine in human nutrition. At that time there was little information available on the functions of taurine, other than in bile acid conjugation and some hints that it had a role of some kind in neurotransmission. At the end of a competent defence of a sound thesis, the candidate confessed that she could not tell me whether or not taurine was a dietary essential for human beings. I was hopeful that I would ®nd answers to my questions in this book, which is the edited proceedings of an international symposium on taurine held in July 1997.
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We are told that the symposium was organised around plenary lectures on Taurine and infant nutrition, Taurine, an osmolyte in mammalian tissues, and Interrelationships between taurine and GABA. Unfortunately for the reader, the Proceedings do not seem to be arranged in this way; the plenary lectures appear on pages 463, 209 and 329 respectively, although a few related communications do follow these papers. So far from any introductory chapter, we are plunged immediately into a series of papers describing intricate chemistry that are, I am ashamed to confess, intrinsically uninteresting to this nutritional biochemist.
As with all collections of brief communications, the limit on the length of papers means that in many cases the introduction is only really of use to those working in the ®eld; other readers will struggle to understand why the work was undertaken in the ®rst place. There is also the perennial problem of unrefereed publications. In one paper we are told that exogenous (that is, dietary) taurine decreases the proportion of whole body taurine obtained by biosynthesis. This is attributed to increased metabolism rather than decreased synthesisÐsurely a referee would have pointed out that increasing the body content of taurine by feeding it will obviously reduce the proportion of the total body content that is synthesised endogenously.
The role of taurine in nerve function is still unclear. The rate-limiting enzyme of taurine synthesis is regulated by phosphorylation and dephosphorylation, suggesting control of its synthesis in response to hormonal or other extracellular signals. Excitable tissues (including brain, skeletal and heart muscle and the retina) contain between 20± 60 mmolaL taurine (an extremely high concentration for a neurotransmitter or neuromodulator), but it only turns over slowly (whereas a transmitter would be expected to turn over rapidly). Although taurine is indeed inhibitory in the central nervous system, no receptor has yet been identi®ed, and it appears to modulate the action of GABA (g-aminobutyric acid) rather than being a transmitter in its own right.
In many ways the most intriguing paper is the one that describes the role of taurine as an osmolyte (itself a new word to me). It is extruded by cells placed in hypotonic media, and accumulated by cells placed in hypertonic media. The brain content of taurine falls in hyponatraemia, and increases in response to a variety of conditions associated with hyperosmolarity. The devastating effect of taurine de®ciency on retinal development in the kitten is attributed to this osmoregulatory function; apparently taurine is the only signi®cant osmolyte in retinal cells, and in de®ciency they will be extremely susceptible to osmotic damage.
Given the subtitle of the symposium (Cellular and Regulatory Mechanisms), it is unsurprising, but disappointing, that nutrition is relegated to the ®nal ten percent of this book. We have known for a quarter of a century that taurine is a dietary essential for the cat, which has a very low activity of cysteine sulphinate decarboxylase, and so cannot synthesise it from cysteine. However, we still do not seem to have an answer to the question of whether or not it should be considered a dietary essential for human beings. There is evidence of retinal damage in children receiving taurine-free total parenteral nutrition for a prolonged period of timeÐbut then presumably their intake of cysteine as a precursor for taurine synthesis was also low, given the instability of cysteine in parenteral nutrition solutions. Other than that, the argument that taurine may be (conditionally) essential still rests on the observation that plasma taurine falls on a taurine-free diet, with no indication of whether or not this has any functional consequences.
This book contains a wealth of information for those seriously interested in taurine, and we would all like to know that it was available in a library nearby. However, for the majority of us, a good review would be more helpful, and indeed essential reading before we could bene®t from the details presented here.
